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Preface

In a world marked by fragmentation, growing citizen demand and multiple tipping points, governments
are confronted with increasingly complex, interrelated challenges. The COVID-19 pandemic has
presented such challenges on an unprecedented scale, obliging governments to quickly develop and
roll out bold policy responses and extensive expenditure packages.

Especially in times of crisis, maintaining citizens’ trust requires decision makers to be accountable for
how well policies work and that they work for all. Failing to rise to the policy evaluation challenge may
entail serious consequences for economies and societies, as governments confront the need to make
significant progress in evidence-informed policymaking.

The report Improving Governance with Policy Evaluation outlines how OECD countries have developed
systemic approaches to policy evaluation. It presents experiences and lessons learned from investing
in institutionalisation and promoting quality of evaluation over the past decade. The report provides a
unique overview of the institutional frameworks that enable policy evaluation, and promote its quality
and use. The many practices, concrete experiences and examples it contains aim at facilitating
knowledge sharing and strengthening policy implementation in OECD countries and beyond.

It is essential to equip policy makers with the necessary tools to identify effective solutions for smart,
responsive and agile government — this report can help them get there.

Jeffrey Schlagenhauf
OECD Deputy Secretary-General
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Foreword

Policy evaluation is a critical element of good public governance. Policy evaluation can help ensure
public sector effectiveness and improve the quality, responsiveness and efficiency of public services.
Ex ante evaluation feeds into the policy-making process at the design and implementation phase,
informing, for instance, the design of new rules or the allocation of resources. Evaluation is also
essential ex post, to draw lessons and to provide an understanding of what works, why, for whom, and
under what circumstances. Policy evaluation connects policies, policy makers and citizens, helping
ensure that decisions are rooted in trustworthy evidence and deliver desired outcomes.

This report offers a new, cross-cutting contribution to the global policy debate on evaluation and
evidence-informed policy making. The need for a thorough understanding of evaluation emerged from
OECD’s efforts to define a holistic approach to sound public governance by taking stock of the lessons
from all the governance policy communities. There were no systematic comparative studies on policy
evaluation systems and cultures across OECD countries. Moreover, there was a need to link up the
various elements that relate, directly or indirectly, to policy evaluation, including regulatory practices,
performance budgeting, and supreme audit institutions.

This report offers a comprehensive analysis of the institutionalisation, quality and use of evaluation from
a systemic perspective. This implies an analysis of each of these dimensions and how they are related
to each other to ensure evaluation contributes decisively to sound public governance. The report relied
on a survey of 42 OECD and non OECD countries, which is the first significant cross-country survey of
policy evaluation practices in an OECD context. The report presents the results of this survey together
with examples of good practices from countries. It also draws on results from other data on performance
budgeting, centres of government and regulatory policy.

Generally, countries show a strong commitment to policy evaluation, as this is embedded in a range of
legal and policy frameworks and even at the level of the constitution for some countries. However,
implementing policy evaluation remains a challenge for many, and this reflects an unfinished policy
agenda. This report sheds new light both on the challenges and the policy responses that are developed
across countries. These seek to mobilise a range of tools and to invest in skills and organisations to
promote the use and quality of evaluation.

Overall, the report seeks to foster knowledge-sharing in an area that remains in many ways a frontier.
It offers evidence to guide countries seeking to implement evidence-informed policy-making strategies
and to improve public sector effectiveness. The report can be a useful tool for strengthening the capacity
for policy implementation and for learning. Finally, sharing and promoting good practices in this area is
also important for improving citizens’ trust in governments’ decision making processes and to enable
sound public governance in a complex and fast changing social and economic environment.

This study was carried out under the auspices of the OECD Public Governance Committee, which
approved the document for publication on 10 June 2020.
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Executive Summary

Policy evaluation contributes fundamentally to sound public governance. It can help governments
improve the design and implementation of public policies that can, in turn, lead to prosperity for their
country and well-being for its citizens. Policy evaluation contributes to promoting public accountability,
learning and increased public sector effectiveness through improved decision-making.

The report provides a broad analysis across 42 countries of the institutionalisation of policy evaluation,
its quality and use. This systemic perspective allows for a full discussion of how evaluation can
contribute to the policy cycle as well as the tools that rely upon evaluation, such as budgeting and
regulation. A sound institutional set-up can help align isolated and unplanned evaluation efforts into
more formal and systematic approaches. Promoting both better quality and use can have a greater
impact in ensuring that evaluation fully achieves its purpose.

Generally, countries show strong commitment to policy evaluation. Some countries have embedded
policy evaluations in their constitutions, and around two-thirds of responding countries have developed
some kind of legal framework for policy evaluation. Similarly, most countries have adopted guidelines
on policy evaluation applicable across government.

The term “evaluation” can cover a range of practices. Around two-thirds of the countries surveyed have
at least one definition of evaluation. While these definitions of policy evaluation often reflect the
specificities of a country’s institutional setting, common concepts can be found across definitions, in
particular regarding what should be measured (policies, programmes, plans, reforms), why an
evaluation should be conducted (aims), and when (ex-ante or ex-post).

Most countries face significant challenges in promoting policy evaluation across government. These
challenges are mainly related to the limited use of evaluation results in policy making, the absence of a
coherent whole-of-government strategy for policy evaluation, and the lack of human resources —
whether in terms of skills, capacity or capability.

Sound institutional set-ups can provide incentives to ensure that evaluations are effectively conducted.
They can promote transparency and accountability in the management of evaluations, and contribute
to improving both the comparability and consistency of results as well as the use of results in policy
processes. For this reason, countries are using a range of institutional approaches to anchor policy
evaluations in their governance apparatus. They may also co-ordinate their approaches and
frameworks for policy evaluation with those related to evidence and data governance.

In addition to legal frameworks, about half of the countries have also developed policy frameworks that
provide principles and strategic direction for evaluations. Such policy frameworks provide high-level
guidance and clarity for institutions by outlining overarching best practices and goals.

The centre of government provides strategic direction for policy evaluation in two-thirds of the countries
surveyed. As such, the centre plays a crucial role in embedding a whole-of-government approach to
policy evaluation and it often has the broadest mandate to do so. Ministries of finance also have
significant responsibility in 60% of countries. These results show the strong economic impetus for policy
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evaluation and the close connection between incentives to enhance the quality of public expenditure
and incentives to deliver results. Ministries of public sector reform and planning also play a role in some
countries, along with autonomous agencies. Agencies are often a source of good evaluation practices,
particularly in the Nordic countries, even if their role remains decentralised. They are generally well
placed to conduct independent, transparent and accountable policy evaluations.

Co-ordination mechanisms such as commissions and integrated cross-departmental services, when
they exist, can help strengthen evaluation systems, for example in terms of staffing and capabilities.
Locating the office in charge of policy evaluation close to political decision-making power may allow it
to be more effective in commissioning policy evaluations and following up on commitments by
ministries. At the same time, ensuring that evaluation systems are independent, transparent and
accountable can help bolster citizens’ trust in the results.

Policy evaluation can only be truly effective if it is of high quality and its results are used. Quality control
and quality assurance are key to ensuring the robustness of evaluations. Standards play an important
role in quality assurance, and guidelines exist in three-quarters of the countries surveyed. Other quality
control mechanisms, such as peer review, systematic reviews, and competency requirements for
evaluators are relatively common. Up to half of the countries organise training for evaluators, and a
majority recognise the importance of developing evaluator competences.

While using the results of evaluations is a challenge, it is paramount to achieving impact. Countries are
relying on a range of organisational and institutional mechanisms to promote their use and to create a
marketplace for evaluations. Some of these measures consist of a co-ordination platform (in about one-
third of the sample) or a management response (in one-quarter of the sample). Rating and grading
systems are also used to a limited extent. Finally, most mechanisms to promote skills and competences
are aimed at evaluators and managers, rather than to improve the capacity of policy makers and
decision makers to use evidence.

The heterogeneity of country approaches suggests that the creation of an evaluation marketplace
depends on the local political and cultural context. Evaluation can also be embedded into policy
planning and policy-making processes. Half of the countries incorporate evaluation results in the budget
cycle. In particular, many OECD countries use spending reviews. The area of regulatory policy is also
one where the use of evaluation is well developed, with significant requirements for evaluation
embedded in the regulatory impact assessment process.

The role of institutions outside of the executive branch remains limited, both in the promotion of quality
and use of evaluations, beyond their involvement in the budgetary cycle — although Supreme Audit
Institutions are a key actor in terms of the supply of evaluations.
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ChaDter 1. Towards a

systemic approach to policy evaluation

Governments need to understand how and why a policy has the potential
to succeed, and to ensure the efficient allocation of their financial
resources. However, the understanding of the different practices used to
assess whether government actions have met their expected goals and
how they may complement each other, remains limited. This chapter
provides an of policy evaluation across OECD countries and underlines
the importance of developing a systemic approach in this area. The
chapter discusses the relevance of policy evaluation and its distinctive
role in the public sector and analyses countries’ definitions of policy
evaluation. The chapter also introduces the three components of policy
evaluation systems: institutionalisation, quality and use of evaluation.
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Key findings

e Countries generally express strong commitment towards policy evaluation: There is a
shared concern to understand and improve government's performance and outputs, as well as
to promote evidence-informed policy-making, and improve the quality of public services.

e Policy evaluation is part of a range of practices geared to ensuring government’s
effectiveness and efficiency: these include monitoring, spending reviews, and performance
management. Not only do these practices complement each other, but policy evaluation also
has a distinctive role to play in providing credible evidence for various public management
efforts, such as monitoring or performance budgeting.

e More than half of the countries (27 out of 41) have a formal definition of policy evaluation:
14 of them have one definition applicable across the government, while in 13 several definitions
coexist.

e« While countries’ definitions on policy evaluation reflect their own institutional set up,
common elements are present, including what should be measured (policies, programs,
plans, reforms), why an evaluation should be conducted (aims), when (ex-ante or ex-post), and
the actors involved.

¢ The most common criteria for evaluation are outputs and outcomes, followed by policies
processes and impacts.

e Countries face several challenges for promoting policy evaluation across government
such as the limited use of evaluation results in policy-making, the absence of a strategy for
policy evaluation that promotes a whole of government approach, the limited availability of
human resources (capacities and capabilities) and the lack of an integrated approach to
evidence management, including data.

e A systemic approach, relying on mutually supportive elements in terms of
institutionalisation, quality and use is most likely to ensure a methodologically rigorous and
systematic adoption of evaluations throughout the policy cycle, and use of findings by decision-
makers.

Introduction

This chapter provides a first overview of the nature of policy evaluation across survey respondents and
introduces the importance of developing sound policy evaluation systems. The first section discusses
the relevance of policy evaluation for countries, outlines why policy evaluation matters, and addresses
governments’ main objectives for conducting evaluations. The second section analyses countries’
definitions of policy evaluation, adopting an empirical approach. The last section aims to introduce this
paper’s approach to policy evaluation systems and its three components: institutionalisation, quality of
evaluations and use of results.

Why does policy evaluation matter?

Governments are facing increasingly complex economic, social and environmental challenges, known
as the VUCA, Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous, which require systemic approaches and
system thinking. These challenges are compounded by increased citizen demand and higher
expectations, fragmentation in knowledge, higher perception of corruption, skill gaps in the civil service
budgetary constraints and an erosion of trust in public institutions (OECD, 2018;1)). Lessons learned
from OECD experience also highlight that it is more difficult for governments to identify outcomes, trade-
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offs, as well as winners and losers of an implemented policy due to the increase complexity, divergent
values and interdependent processes, structures and actors that are related to major policy challenges
(OECD, 20182)).

In this context, governments should demonstrate that their decisions and policies are informed by
evidence, that they set realistic expectations about various policy choices, and spend public resources
adequately. Thus, policy evaluation has a critical role to ensure these goals as well as to avoid policy
failure (Howlett, 20193). By evaluating performance and results, policymakers have a deeper
understanding of the underlying policy problems and can make informed decisions about the feasibility
of continuing the policy or initiating a new one.

Policy evaluation facilitates learning as it helps to understand why and how a policy was or has the
potential to be successful or not, by providing an assessment about the reasons and causal
mechanisms leading to policy success or failure. It contributes moreover to the quality of decision-
making by providing insights on how to improve links between policy formulation, implementation and
outcomes (OECD, 2017(4). Simultaneously, policy evaluation has the potential to improve policy
accountability and transparency, and provide legitimacy for the use of public funds and resources as
it provides citizens and other stakeholders with information whether the efforts carried out by the
government, including allocated financial resources, are producing the expected results (OECD,
2018y2)).

Government core objectives for policy evaluation

The OECD survey on policy evaluation provides an overview of governments’ stated objectives when
conducting evaluations (See Figure 1.1). According to these results, countries ranked most of the
objectives between 9 and 10, showing their strong commitment toward policy evaluation. The results
show no clear-cut priorities among these objectives aside from their shared concern to measure
government's performances/outputs and the resources required to achieve them, as well as to promote
evidence-informed policy-making (OECD, 20182;) and improve the quality of public services in all
respondents and OECD countries. Countries are also concerned about conducting evaluations to
improve policies value-for-money, to enhance trust in public institutions, and to encourage transparency
in the allocation of public resources —albeit apparently to a slightly lesser extent.

Learning is also often an important objective of policy evaluation, even if it does not appear as such in
the results below. It is often crucial and has been identified as such by lead experts (Lazaro, 2015(s).
While the results in terms of learning are often less likely to achieve media impact or strong public
attention, they are also potentially the most useful in that they can help improve policies and understand
why policies work or don’t, and what kind of adjustment may be needed.
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Figure 1.1. Government’s main objectives for conducting evaluations

Measure govemment's results and resources required to achieve them —
Promote evidence-informed policy making —
Improve transparency of the planning and allocation of public resources ﬁ
Improve the quality of public services —
Become a more responsive, performance- oriented government ﬁ B Allsample
DOECD
(Re-Yformulate policies _
Support sound budgetary governance —-‘
Improve trust in public institutions ﬁ
Improve policies value-for-money —

L
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Note: n=42 (35 OECD member countries). Answers reflect responses to the question, “What are the government's main objectives for
conducting evaluations?”, where 0 indicates "least important objective”, 5 is "Neutral", and 10 is a "principal objective".
Source: OECD Survey on Policy Evaluation (2018).

Defining policy evaluation

What is the distinctive role of policy evaluation in the public sector?

For the purpose of this report, and as a reference for the survey respondents, policy evaluation is
defined as a “structured and objective assessment of an ongoing or completed policy or reform initiative,
its design, implementation and results. Its aim is to determine the relevance and fulfilment of objectives,
efficiency, effectiveness, impact and sustainability as well as the worth or significance of a policy” '.
While this definition may not be universally accepted by the evaluator community, it has offered a
starting point to start the analysis and the questionnaire design. From an empirical perspective, a
number of countries define evaluation, and others specifically do regarding policy evaluation. Box 1.1

presents some of these examples.

IMPROVING GOVERNANCE WITH POLICY EVALUATION © OECD 2020



16 |

Box 1.1. Definitions of (policy) evaluation

The Netherlands: “Policy evaluation is an examination of the efficiency (the extent to which the
optimum effect is achieved with as few costs as possible and undesirable side effects) and effectiveness
(the extent to which the policy objective is realized through the use of the policy instruments examined)
of policy.” (Ministry of Finance of The Netherlands, 2018g).

United States: “Evaluation means an assessment using systematic data collection and analysis of one
or more programs, policies, and organizations intended to assess their effectiveness and efficiency.”
(115th Congress, 20197).

Canada: “Evaluation is the systematic and neutral collection and analysis of evidence to judge merit,
worth or value. Evaluation informs decision-making, improvements, innovation and accountability.
Evaluations typically focus on programs, policies and priorities and examine questions related to
relevance, effectiveness and efficiency. Depending on user needs, however, evaluations can also
examine other units, themes and issues including alternatives to existing interventions. Evaluations
generally employ social science research methods” (Canada Treasury Board, 2016g)).

Source: 115th Congress of the United States (115th Congress, 2019y7), Ministry of Finance of The Netherlands (2018;s)), Canada Treasury
Board (Canada Treasury Board, 20167s).

Promoting the comprehension of why and how a policy was or has the potential to succeed (i.e. learning)
and improving the efficient allocation of financial resources (i.e. accountability) is becoming a priority
across public administrations. However, there is a lack of awareness from practitioners and
stakeholders about the different practices developed to assess whether government actions have met
their expected goals (monitoring, spending reviews, or performance management), and how they differ
from one another or support/complement each other. For example, while in some cases, policy
evaluations can come close to performance audit, these two practices still differ in fundamental ways
as professional disciplines.

This is why it is important to distinguish between monitoring and evaluation. Monitoring seeks to check
progress against planned targets and can be defined as the formal reporting of evidence to show that
resources are adequately spent, outputs are successfully delivered and milestones met (HM Treasury,
20119)). (Table 1.1).

Table 1.1. Comparing policy monitoring and policy evaluation

Policy monitoring Policy evaluation
Ongoing (Tleading fo operational decision-making) Episodic (leading fo sfrafegic decision-making). Difers from
audit.
Monitoring systems are generally suitable for the broad Issue-specific

issues/questions that were anticipated in the policy design
Measures are developed and data are usually gathered through Measures are usually customized for each policy evaluation
routinized processes

Attribution is generally assumed Attribution of observed outcomes is usually a key question
Because it is ongoing, resources are usually a part of the Targeted resources are needed for each policy evaluation
program or organisational infrastructure

The use of the information can evolve over time to reflect The intended purposes ot a policy evaluation are usually
changing information needs and priorities negotiated upfront

Source: Adapted from McDavid, Huse and Hawthorn (2006107), Program evaluation and performance measurement: an introduction to
practice, Thousand Oaks, California: Sage, in OECD (2019}11}), Open Government in Biscay.
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Additionally, over the past years OECD governments have developed a range of tools that focus on
strengthening the alignment of budget decision making with the government policy cycle, with a view
towards improving performance and overall public sector effectiveness (OECD, 201912)), such as:

Spending reviews, which aim to increase the fiscal space available to government to finance
its policy priorities. Initially, after the global financial crisis, spending reviews were identified as
a tool for extracting savings from agencies in a way that would seek to improve the quality of
public expenditure. (OECD, 2011p13)). Since then, reviews have evolved to identify whether a
line agency’s activities align to a government’s priorities and the implementation challenges that
an agency faces (OECD, 2019p12)). By contrast, policy evaluations focus not only on measuring
whether costs are justified in terms of efficiency and value for money (Smismans, 2015}14)), but
also on assessing the extent to which public intervention causes an observed effect, and its
relation to intended objectives. Therefore, although these two practices assess public policy
programs or activities based on criteria such as efficiency, spending reviews have a specific
focus on improving the quality of public expenditure and on proposing reallocations (The World
Bank, 2018p15). Evaluations can have a broader learning function, helping to assess
performance with regard to the policy objectives that were initially fixed. Evaluation can also be
a crucial tool to inform the results of spending reviews, without which these may become a
purely mechanical exercise.

Performance management, which is defined as a process by which an agency involves its
employees, as individuals and members of a group, in improving organisational effectiveness
(Walker and Moore, 2011pe)). This practice, like policy evaluation, aims to increase
accountability and provide quality data on a reliable basis to inform decision-making (OECD,
2019127). Nonetheless, although performance management seeks to ensure that a programme
is operating as intended in a timely manner and with efficient use of resources, it cannot explain
performance variations (Kroll and Moynihan, 2018(17;). On the contrary, policy evaluation can
help make sense of performance outcomes, and create a sense of “policy memory” by taking
into account challenges from experiences and good practices that could be incorporated into
current performance efforts (Acquah, Lisek and Jacobzone, 20191g;; OECD, 2008(19)).

Audit, aims to determine whether the information collected or actual conditions correspond to
established criteria, including compliance with financial or legal rules. Auditing helps to ensure
that public-sector entities and public servants will perform their functions effectively, efficiently,
ethically and in accordance with the applicable laws and regulations (International Organisation
of Supreme Audit Institutions, 2019p2q)). For instance, independent external bodies such as the
Supreme Audit Institutions (SAls) play a role in overseeing and holding government to account
for its use of resources, together with the legislature and other oversight bodies. Thus, SAls
support policy evaluation by providing valuable evidence on key government functions, as well
as by ensuring accountability (OECD, 2016p21)), and they can play a double role both as
providers of audits, compliance audits and performance audits, as well as of evaluations (see
Chapter 3).

How can policy evaluation be defined? Countries’ approaches

Governments can benefit from adopting a clear definition of policy evaluation to distinguish it from other
practices. Such a definition would also help create a shared understanding within the public sector of
the aims, tools and features of policy evaluation. Countries’ definitions could therefore include what is
policy evaluation, the type of knowledge it should produce, how and why it should be conducted and
the actors that are involved.
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Figure 1.2 shows that more than half of the survey respondents (27 countries) have adopted a formal
definition of policy evaluation: 14 of them have one definition applicable across government, while 13
have several. In terms of OECD countries, a higher share of respondents define policy evaluation (23
of 35), either by having one definition (11) or several (12).

Figure 1.2. Government’s formal definition of policy evaluation

One formal definition
applicable across
government

OECD 35: 11

No definition All41:14

OECD 35:12
Ppreray =

Several formal
GRC ESP definitions exist

GBR Fra EST OECD 35:12
All 41:13

Note: n=41 (35 OECD member countries). Kazakhstan answered that they do not know if there is a formal definition for policy evaluation.
Answers reflect responses to the question, “Does your government have a formal definition of policy evaluation?” and "Please provide the
definition/s and the reference to the relevant documents".

Source: OECD Survey on Policy Evaluation (2018).

In some cases, the definition is embedded in a legal document. For instance, Japan presents the
definition in a law, the Government policy evaluations Act (Act No. 86 of 2001). Argentina defines
evaluation in the decree 292/2018, which designates the body responsible for preparing and executing
the annual monitoring and evaluation plan for social policies and programmes (201822)). In Latvia, the
definition is framed in the development planning system law. Finally, some countries define evaluation
in guidelines or manuals as is the case of Mexico (general guidelines for the evaluation of the general
public administration programmes (200723])), Costa Rica (manual of evaluation for public interventions
(2018241)), and Colombia (guide for the evaluation of public policies (2016}25))).

Key concepts found in country definitions

The analysis for this report has aimed to identify elements of consistency across definitions of evaluation
in countries. In fact, while the definitions of policy evaluation diverge across survey respondents, they
share several characteristics. The definitions were clustered and mapped across various conceptual
dimensions, to highlight elements of a shared understanding.

For the purpose of this report, the key conceptual terms found in the definitions supplied by countries
were clustered across three main categories: (1) criteria for evaluation, (2) type of public interventions
evaluated, and (3) characteristics (Figure 1.3). This exercise seeks to provide a broad picture of the
different approaches for policy evaluation across responding countries, and compare those with
practitioners and academic definitions.
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Figure 1.3. Conceptual clusters included in the definition of policy evaluation

2
2%
2
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@ Total sample
O OECD members

Sustainability
Relevance
Impact
Efficiency
Intervention
Programs
External
Internal

Effectiveness

Whois the
evaluator?

Quality attributes Time setting

Criteria Public interventions Characteristics
Note: n=27 (23 OECD member countries). 14 countries (12 OECD member countries) answered they do not have a formal definition for
policy evaluation. Moreover, one country (no OECD member country) answered he does not know if there is a formal definition for policy
evaluation. Answers reflect affirmative responses to the question, “Does your government have a formal definition of policy evaluation?” and
"Please provide the definition/s and the reference to the relevant documents". Aims of policy evaluations.

Source: OECD Survey on Policy Evaluation (2018).

Criteria for policy evaluation

Policy evaluation evaluate different criteria, such as the relevance; effectiveness; efficiency;
sustainability and/or impact of a specific intervention (See Box 1.2.).

Box 1.2. Policy evaluation criteria

¢ Relevance — to what extent do the (original) objectives (still) correspond to needs and issues?

o Effectiveness — to what extent did a policy/public intervention generate observed effects and
changes? To what extent do the observed effects correspond to the objectives?

e Efficiency — were the costs involved justified, given the changes and effects achieved?
e Sustainability — does the policy/public intervention present net benefits at the long term?

¢ Impact — what are the effects produced by an intervention (i.e. positive or negative, primary
and secondary long-term effects produced, directly or indirectly, intended or unintended)?

Source: OECD-DAC (200226)), European Environment Agency (2017127) , Smismans, (2015p143), and Gasper (20182g)).

Most of countries’ definitions express that the aim of policy evaluation is to assess the effectiveness
and efficiency of a policy or program. Findings from the last OECD performance budgeting survey?
also highlight the interest of countries in evaluating the effectiveness and efficiency of an intervention.
Sixteen countries answered that they “usually” evaluate programme effectiveness and efficiency, while
seven countries “always” measure effectiveness and five do so for efficiency. This can be explained by
governments’ needs to identify not which policy options generate the highest impact, but also options
that are the most cost-effective (Heider, 2017 29)).
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Seven countries (Austria, Great Britain, Japan, Lithuania, Latvia, Mexico, and Slovakia) refer to impact
as criteria. A number of countries directly refer to impact assessment or impact evaluation rather than
to evaluation. This could show the misunderstanding of some countries when trying to implement
evaluations throughout the policy cycle, but only carrying them out after the implementation of the policy.
Seven countries (Australia, Canada, Costa Rica, Great Britain, Japan, México, and Slovakia) also
define the aims of policy evaluation in terms of relevance.

Lastly, only Mexico, Slovakia, Great Britain and Costa Rica incorporate the criteria of sustainability in
their definitions. One of the reasons for this can be the lack of a stringent and clear definition of
sustainability and its association with environmental measurements. According to OECD-DAC
evaluation criteria (200226)), sustainability includes the “examination of the financial, economic, social,
environmental, and institutional capacities of the systems needed to sustain net benefits over time”.
Another explanation may be that these results indicate that sustainability may be less of a pressing
challenge for sampled countries (mostly OECD countries).

Types of public interventions set out in the definitions

Regarding which kind of public interventions are present in the different definitions, countries generally
focus on programmes, interventions and policies. Some of them additionally consider activities such as
regulations and processes, adopting a wider definition of policy evaluation. These findings may also
demonstrate some conflation between monitoring and evaluation terms, such as referring explicitly to
ongoing operational decision-making (processes). In general, survey answers reveal a countries’
relative difficulty in defining the concept ‘policy”, as respondents refer to interventions, programmes and
initiatives as falling under that category. A good example of definition, where they are clearly
differentiate between different types of public interventions, is the definition of Costa Rica (see Box 1.3).

Box 1.3. Public interventions: Costa Rica

In its manual for the evaluation of public interventions (2018241), the Ministry of National Planning and
Economic Policy from Costa Rica differentiates four different types of public interventions (policy,
plan, program and project), depending on the characteristics of the problem to be addressed (magnitude
of the problem, resources available to respond to it, scope, target population, etc.). This classification
can be summarised as follows:

e Policies: Defined course of action to guide or achieve an objective, expressed in guidelines,
strategic aims and actions on a specific topic.

¢ Plans: Integrated set of programmes that respond to the fulfilment of objectives and goals, which
are executed in the short, medium and long term, and include dedicated resources.

e Programmes: Set of interrelated projects that look to achieve specific and common objectives.

e Projects: A set of activities that aim to achieve specific objectives, with a given budget and by a
specific date, mainly oriented to the production of goods and services.

Source: Ministry of National Planning and Economic Policy of Costa Rica (201824).
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Key characteristics of policy evaluation should be the evaluator

Definitions can also include quality attributes (systematic, objective, and rigorous); time setting,
“when” (Ex-post vs. Ex-ante) and who (internal evaluation vs. external evaluation).

As will be explained in the chapter on Quality and use of policy evaluations, the quality of evaluations
depends on both their methodological rigor and their trustworthiness. Reflecting both these aspects,
the most common characteristics found in countries’ definitions relating to quality are the following:

o Systematic: An evaluation should be carried out using a planned and organised procedure or
an agreed set of methods. For instance, decisions need to be based on systematic approaches
(i.e. theory-based approach: logic, reasoning, and by an accurate guide or principle) instead of
on unfounded assumptions (Gasper, 201830).

e Rigour: evaluations should be developed using well-designed and well-implemented methods
tailored to the target question (Commission on Evidence-Based Policymaking, 201731)).

e Objective: An evaluation should be conducted from an impartial position, without any personal
or political factor influencing (from a researcher or policymaker) the research design and its
implementation (Parkhurst, 201732)).

According to the survey (Figure 1.3), 15 of the respondents (12 OECD countries) mentioned at least
one of the terms above in their definition. A majority of them include the fact that policy evaluation must
be systematic (14 of all the survey respondents and 11 OECD countries). Only seven countries of the
total respondents (from which six are OECD countries) specify a policy evaluation must be objective.
Canada and Spain take into account characteristics similar to objectiveness such as neutral (in Canada
definition), and reasoned (in Spain definition). Only Great Britain, Japan, Argentina and Mexico mention
rigorous (see further examples in Box 1.4).

Box 1.4. Quality attributes in countries definitions

Argentina: “The evaluation of policies, programmes, plans and projects with social impact, comes from
a form of applied, systematic, planned and rigorous social research; aimed at identifying, obtaining and
providing data and valid and reliable information about them; which will allow improving both its design
and its implementation, and ensure access to the human rights it seeks to promote (Decree 292/2018)".

Mexico: “Evaluation is a systematic and objective analysis of federal programs whose purpose is to
determine the relevance and achievement of its objectives and goals, as well as its efficiency, quality,
results, impact and sustainability”.

Lithuania: “Evaluation is a systematic and objective determination of the suitability, effectiveness,
efficiency, usefulness and long-term impact of the planned, executed or completed programs”
(Resolution on Strategic Planning methodology No 827 approved on 2002 June 6).

Source: Poder Ejecutivo Nacional de Argentina (201833]) and Consejo Nacional de Evaluacion de la Politica de Desarrollo Social de México
(2007 23y)).

The time setting (ex-ante vs. ex-post) is a key criterion for differentiation, both from an analytical and
methodological perspective. The term ex-post evaluation refers to a retrospective evaluation that can
be interim (i.e. at the mid-term of an initiative), final (at its conclusion), or ex post in the strict sense
(placed several years after the intervention has finished) (Smismans, 2015;341). Ex post evaluation can
be a tool for accountability, also close to performance audit and control, for example when it is
performed through supreme audit institutions, or internal inspection bodies. Yet, ex post evaluation is
also important to facilitate learning, to understand if and when the objectives of policies where attained
and spell out a theory of change. Ex-ante evaluation on the other hand refers to a set of rules,
instructions and procedures that enable public institutions to have a portfolio of socially profitable
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investment initiatives before their implementation (Ministerio de Desarrollo Social y Familia de Chile,
2019p35)). It provides an assessment whether the strategy and objectives proposed are relevant to target
population needs; and whether the assumptions concerning expected results and impacts are realistic
and in line with the resources available (The European Network for Rural Development, 20143q)).

New approaches in policy evaluation are trying to disentangle the challenges of linking ex-ante and ex-
post appraisal, and apply a policy evaluation system focused on the entire policy cycle (thus covering
these two types of evaluations), in all the policy areas (Mergaert and Minto, 2015(37;; Smismans,
2015341). For survey respondents, the policy evaluation definition is more commonly linked to the
second term (ex-post), related to an already implemented policy. Seven OECD countries of the survey
respondents refer to ex-post, and only five OECD countries as well to ex-ante. Specific countries defy
the norm such as Norway which specifies that evaluations can be undertaken prior to (ex-ante), during,
or after implementation (ex-post) (20063s). This also depends on the context and use of policy
evaluation. Thus, while evaluation of public expenditure, policies and programmes tends to be
overwhelmingly ex-post, by contrast, in the regulatory area, the focus is most often on ex-ante
evaluation of regulations.

The third common characteristic is related to “who” carries out an evaluation: external evaluations
(also known as “informal”, “outside” or “society-driven” evaluation) or internal evaluations (also known
as “formal”, “inside” or “government-driven” evaluation) (Schoenefeld and Jordan, 20173q; Weiss,
1993405; Hildén, 201441). Survey findings (See Figure 1.3) report that only four OECD countries of the
total respondents mention external evaluations in their definitions, and five OECD countries internal

evaluation.

External evaluation refers to an evaluation of an intervention conducted by entities and/or individuals
outside the government. This type of evaluation could be considered to be more independent, it can
take a more critical look at the policy being studied and their results can be potentially more trusted
(Schoenefeld and Jordan, 201739). However, as much as this type of evaluation could be independent
from government actions, it can also be limited by the knowledge of the evaluator about the context and
political process, as well as access to relevant data.

The notion of internal evaluation refers to an evaluation of a development intervention conducted by a
governmental institution. Internal evaluators may have more knowledge about a public policies, provide
a more accurate assessment according to local contexts and have easier access to inside data than
what an external evaluator could supply (Weiss, 1993u0; Schoenefeld and Jordan, 2017(sg).
Nonetheless, in the process of conducting an evaluation, the internal evaluators can be under political
pressure and time constraints to show good results, which can affect the validity of the findings of the
evaluation and its public deliberation.

Overall, there is still no evidence to determine which type of evaluation is better or preferred. In practice,
the differences between internal and external evaluations can sometimes be blurred as hybrid
approaches, mixing internal evaluations combined with some external evaluation for specific or more
technical aspects of a policy or programme. Moreover, a government can commission the evaluation
to an external organisation (e.g. NGO, universities), while still ensuring that civil servants control the
research questions addressed by the evaluation (i.e. principle agent relationships (Schoenefeld and
Jordan, 201739)).

The selection of “internal vs. external” evaluations will depend on how each approach fits with the goals
of the policy evaluation and the overall social-political circumstances (Schoenefeld and Jordan,
201739)). Some countries have adopted clear criteria for determined which approach fits best in what
circumstances. For example, the Cabinet Implementation Unit from Australia (2014442)) specifies that
the availability of resources and capacity will determine whether the evaluation is conducted internally
or externally.
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The concept of external evaluation also covers a variety of actors. Figure 1.4 presents an overview of
what type of actors typically carry out evaluations in surveyed countries. For instance, although the
evaluation of government-wide policy priorities (GWPP) are still mainly carried out by the government
(26 countries of all the respondents, and 21 OECD countries), eight countries choose to commission
evaluations to civil society organisations or universities and seven countries choose the private sector.

Figure 1.4. Actors involved on carrying out evaluations of government-wide policy priorities
(GWPP)

Carried out by the government

Carried out by Civil Society Organisations (CSO) and/or Universities B All sample

O OECD

Carried out by the private sector

0 ; 1I0 WIS 2IO 2I5
Note: n=29 (24 OECD member countries). Four countries (all OECD member countries) answered that they do not have government-wide
policy priorities. Moreover, nine countries (7 OECD member countries) answered that they do not evaluate their government-wide policy
priorities. Answers reflect affirmative responses to the question, “Evaluations of government-wide policy priorities are carried out by ". The

option "Other" is not included.
Source: OECD Survey on Policy Evaluation (2018).

At the sector level, ministries stand out as carrying out in average about 53% of their evaluations
internally: either by the own institution (26 countries in Health and 17 in the Public Sector Reform (PSR))
or by a central unit (15 countries in Health and 5 in PSR). Ministries only do external evaluations around
36% of cases: either with civil society organisations or universities (12 countries in Health and 8 in PSR)
or with the private sector (13 countries in Health and 10 in PSR).
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What polices are being evaluated?

According to Figure 1.5, most of the countries evaluate policies that have formal requirements, such
as policies with evaluation clauses into laws, policies identified by government institutions and policies
defined as government priorities in a national plan or program. The influence of international
commitments can be seen in some countries, such as Austria, Germany, Finland, Spain, and Greece.
Lastly, few countries evaluate all policies; which can be due to an evaluation can be time consuming
and entails a costly process.

Figure 1.5. What polices are being evaluated?

Policies that have formal requirements to be evaluated (i.e. introductory of
evaluation clauses into laws etc.)

Policies as identified by your/government institution

Policies defined as government's priorities in a national (development) plan
or equivalent

Policies defined as priorities in the government programme

Policies resulting from an international commitment ® Main institution

All policies are to be evaluated

Policies defined by a central unit that oversees evaluations across
government

Policies that exceed a pre-defined threshold regarding regulatory costs

Policies that exceed a pre-defined budgetary threshold

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Note: n=42 (35 OECD member countries). Answers reflect responses to the question, “Which policies are evaluated?". The option "Other"
is not included.
Source: OECD Survey on Policy Evaluation (2018).

Methodologies and tools used in policy evaluation

All phases of the policy chain can be evaluated through different types of policy evaluation (see Figure
1.6). This report defines the different stages of the policy chain as follows:

1. The input level refers to the resources employed to implement a policy (OECD, 201643)) such
as staff, money, time, equipment, etc.
The process level refers to the activities that were undertaken in a policy (OECD, 201643)).

3. The output level refers to a first level of results, directly associated with the products delivered
by the policy implemented.

4. The outcome level refers to the medium-term (directly) consequences of the policy implemented
(OECD, 2016p43)).

5. The impact level looks at the long-term consequence of a policy initiative (OECD, 201643)).
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Figure 1.6. Policy evaluation criteria along the policy chain
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Source: OECD
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The chain of “input-activities-output-outcome-impact” and its causality is particularly complex.
Evaluating a single initiative, versus a comprehensive action plan, requires different tools and can
probably reach different levels of understanding (OECD, 201643;). As shown in Figure 1.6, each of these
elements can be compared to one another to evaluate different aspects of a policy/public intervention.
For instance, a cost effectiveness analysis will require the comparison between the cost of an
intervention (from the inputs or resources employed) and the outcomes obtained. Table 1.2 presents in
more detail some of the evaluations and methodologies used to respond these target questions.

Table 1.2. Type of evaluations

Stages Target question

Type of evaluations

Process How was the policy
delivery?

Outcomes Has the target population
of the program received
the services/product?
Was the policy justified?
Did the benefits overcome
the costs? (efficiency)

Impacts Does a policy work?
(effectiveness)

Process evaluations is “the analysis of what has sometimes been called the
“intervention logic” or causal chain of programmes” (Vammalle and Ruiz
Rivadeneira, 201744)). “Questions might, for instance, seek to describe how
individuals were recruited onto the shame, what criteria were used to recruit
them, and what the qualifications of training providers were. It might explore to
what extent these factors varied across different parts of the country, and
whether recruitment processes operated in favour of or to the detriment of
particular groups” (HM Treasury, 20119)

Outcome Evaluation measures program or policy effects in the target population
by assessing the progress towards achieving the outcomes that the program or
policy is aiming to deliver

Economic evaluations show whether those outcomes justified that policy,
including whether the costs of

the policy have been outweighed by the benefits (HM Treasury, 20119)

Cost analysis: is used to determine the cost of implementing a policy or program
(Crowley et al., 2018p4s)).

Cost effectiveness analysis: Focus on the cost of the inputs and outcomes
achieved in the intervention. It is also known as a way of comparing the costs of
two or more interventions to reduce or produce a single beneficial outcome
(Crowley et al., 2018y4s)).

Cost Benefits Analysis: consists in a method in which both costs and outcomes
of an intervention are valued in monetary terms, permitting a direct comparison
of the benefits produced by the intervention (same metrics e.g. dollars) (Steuerle
and Jackson, 2016pg;; OECD, 20187).

Impact evaluations seek to answer to the question “Does a policy work?” Those
effects could be positive or negative, primary or secondary intended or
unintended, direct or indirect (OECD, 2010ps)). This type of study seeks to
determine the efficacy and effectiveness of a policy or program, with a
counterfactual control group to understand what would happen to a population if
a specific policy or programme were not implemented (Morton, 2009xg).

Source: Crowley et al. (2018y4s)), Flay et al (2005s0;), Morton (20094¢7), HM Treasury (2011gs), OECD (2010pg)) (2018i47), and Steuerle and

Jackson (2016e)).
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Survey data (see Figure 1.7) shows that on average the most evaluated elements in government-wide
policy priorities (GWPP) and in policies on charge of ministries of Health and PSR are outputs (87%)
and outcomes (88%), followed by process (78%), impact (76%), and inputs (75%). On the other hand,
there is a major variance in the impact element. Impacts are more commonly evaluated for GWPP (86%
in all the survey respondents and 88% in OECD countries) and for the policies of PSR ministries (80%
in all the survey respondents and 85% in OECD countries), compared to the policies of Health ministries
(61% in all and OECD countries respondents).

Figure 1.7. Elements in the policy cycle chain that are evaluated

Inputs
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@ PSR
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Note: The chart is expressed as a percentage of responding countries as number of respondents differ for the main institution,
health and PSR. n=29 (24 OECD member countries). 4 countries (all OECD member countries) answered that they do not have
government-wide policy priorities. Moreover, 9 countries (7 OECD member countries) answered that they do not evaluate their
government-wide policy priorities. For the Health ministries n=31 (28 OECD member countries). 9 countries (7 OECD member
countries) did not participate on this survey. Moreover, 2 countries (1 OECD member country) are not included as they answered
that none of the policies that fall in their institution's responsibility are evaluated. For the PSR ministries n=25 (20 OECD member
countries). 11 countries (10 OECD member countries) did not participate on this survey. Moreover, 6 countries (5 OECD member
countries) are not included as they answered that none of the policies that fall in their institution's responsibility are evaluated.
Answers reflect responses to the question, “Which elements are evaluated by your institution? (Check all that apply)".

Source: OECD Survey on Policy Evaluation (2018).

More generally, given that evaluations are a costly activity, it is important to justify the need for
evaluation and the resources that it will require, which would call governments to establish some sets
of criteria for determining when and what type of evaluation is needed. Setting threshold and
proportionality criteria is something already well embedded in some countries concerning the
Regulatory Impact Assessment process.

This may also explain why, despite the potential of randomised control trials (RCT) or quasi-
experimental designs (QED) to provide rigorous findings, the evidence shows that they are
comparatively less used (see further details in). In addition, these results could be related to the not
always practical use of RCTs due to legal, political and ethical considerations such as ensuring
participant selection procedures are fair, there is an acceptable balance of benefits and harms, and
participants provide an informed consent (Acquah, Lisek and Jacobzone, 2019p1g;; Goldstein et al.,
201851)).
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Towards sound policy evaluation systems: promoting institutionalisation,
quality and use

Despite the growing interest for and acknowledgment of its contribution to improve the design and
implementation of public policies, policy evaluation often constitutes the weakest link in the policy cycle.
The reasons for this are manifold. Firstly, some countries face technical barriers for carrying out
evaluations such as the challenges of governments to create and share verifiable, accurate, useable
and unbiased data within and outside public administration (Rutter, 2012s2).

Findings from the OECD survey suggest (see Figure 1.8) that the four main challenges for promoting
policy evaluation across government are: the limited use of evaluation results in policy-making, the
absence of a strategy for policy evaluation that promotes a whole of government approach, the limited
availability of human resources (capacities and capabilities) for policy evaluation. Ministries perceive
issues related to the quality of the evidence, and related to the political interest in, demand for, policy
evaluation.

Figure 1.8. Challenges for promoting policy evaluation across government

Use of evaluation results in policy making __—“
Strategy for policy evaluation promoting a whole-ofgovemment
approach
Human resources (capacities and capabilities) for policy
evaluation
Quality of evidence _:“
Political interest in, and demand for, policy evaluation _—‘—‘ & Main institution
& Health
Strong mandate of the main institution responsible for policy OPSR
evaluation
Financial resources for carrying out specific policy evaluations —
Adequate legal framework for policy evaluation —‘

Financial resources of the main institution responsible for policy
evaluation

L
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Perceived challenges (from 0 to 10)

Note: For the main institution n=42 (35 OECD member countries). For the Health ministries n=31 (28 OECD member countries). 9 countries
(7 OECD member countries) did not participate on this survey. Moreover, 2 countries (1 OECD member country) are not included as they
answered that none of the policies that fall in their institution's responsibility are evaluated. For the PSR ministries n=25 (20 OECD member
countries). 11 countries (10 OECD member countries) did not participate on this survey. Moreover, 6 countries (5 OECD member countries)
are not included as they answered that none of the policies that fall in their institution's responsibility are evaluated. Answers reflect
responses to the questions, “What are the government's current challenges for promoting policy evaluations?” for the main institution and
“What are current challenges for promoting policy evaluation in your institution?" for Health and PSR, where 0 indicates that is a "rare
challenge", 5 is "Neutral", and 10 is a "principal challenge".

Source: OECD Survey on Policy Evaluation (2018).
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These four main challenges perceived by countries can be considered — to a certain extent and
depending of the institutional context — as inter-dependents. The lack of human resources in terms of
capabilities and capacities (for instance to commission or undertake evaluations) can probably affect
the quality of the evaluations in a negative way. As will be analysed in the subsequent chapters, the
quality of evaluations might also influence the use of its results. Moreover, considering these elements,
the development an integrated and whole-of-government strategy to promote policy evaluation is not
an easy task, due to the aforementioned limited capacities and capabilities, the lack of political support,
and probably also to the absence of analytical frameworks to develop such strategies. Because of these
interdependencies, this report adopts a systematic approach of the promotion of policy evaluation within
governments.

Beyond these challenges, another key element is the issue of the timeliness of the evaluation results,
that is, whether they arrive at the time of decision-making. Usually, the time span of Ministers and
political life implies a very short lead-time to make decisions. Evaluations, on the other hand, require
time. This challenge may call for two kinds of reactions. The first is a rapid adaptive response, doing a
quick evaluation within the available timeframe, and working out proxies and similar studies. Another
approach is to invest upfront, and to have a certain reserve of “evaluation capacity” and evaluative
studies that can be ready for when the demand arises. These allow to draw on the existing stock of
knowledge and to provide answers to the short-term demands when it arrives. However, this requires
an investment ex ante, the capacity to manage the stock of knowledge in a strategic manner in light of
anticipated demand. This issue is crucial for establishing a well-functioning evaluation system.

The value of a systemic whole-of-government approach

This report promotes a systems’ approach to policy evaluation. A system can be defined as “elements
linked together by dynamics that produce an effect, create a whole new system or influence its
elements” (OECD, 2017s3)). A policy evaluation system can be defined, following Lazaro, as: one in
which evaluation is a regular part of the life cycle of public policies and programmes, it is conducted in
a methodologically rigorous and systematic manner, in which its results are used by political decision-
makers and managers, and those results are also made available to the public” (20154). Thus, a
system calls for constant adjustment throughout the policy cycle, with implications for the ways in which
institutions, processes, skills and actors are organised (OECD, 2017s3)).

In order to develop and/or implement a strategy for promoting a whole-of-government approach on
policy evaluation, this report adopts a tiered approach toward through the triple lens of
institutionalisation, quality and use (see Box 1.5)
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Box 1.5. Components of a sound policy evaluation system

This report approaches the idea of a sound policy evaluation system through the following three
dimensions:

Institutionalisation: the systematic process of embedding evaluation practices into more
formal and systematic approaches. It can include establishing an evaluation system in
governmental settings through specific policies or strategies (Lazaro, 2015s4; Gaarder and
Bricefio, 2010;ss).

Quality: defined as policy evaluations that are technically rigorous as well as well governed; that
is be independent and appropriate for the decision-making process (Picciotto, 2013se))

Use: which is defined under three conditions (Ledermann, 201257)):

o Symbolic use (also known as persuasive), occurs when the results of
evaluations are taken up to justify or legitimise a pre-existing position,
without changing it;

o Conceptual use happens when evaluation results lead to an improved
understanding or a change in the conception of the subject of evaluation;

o Instrumental use is when evaluation recommendations inform decision-
making and lead to an alteration in the object of evaluation.

Source: Lazaro (2015(s4)), Gaarder and Bricefio (2010s)), Ledermann (2012s7)), and Picciotto (2013;s6)).

Note

' This definition is adapted from the Open Government: The Global Context and the Way Forward
(2016p431), which is based on “OECD-DAC Glossary” in Guidelines for Project and Programme
Evaluation (2009s4)
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